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The Search for Susan B. Turner Gee:
A Miniature Portrait from Antebellum Huntsville
By Emily Burwell

Susan B. Turner Gee
Several years ago my husband and I came across a
miniature portrait for sale with a Huntsville connection. On the
back o f the miniature was written, “Painted by John W. Dodge
from New York. Huntsville Alabama April 2nd 1839. Likeness of
Mrs. Susan B. Gee.” Because we try to collect southern antiques,
especially those with a Huntsville connection, we purchased the
painting and decided to discover what we could about Susan B.
Gee. Who was the woman in the miniature, and what was her
connection to Huntsville? Although Gee only lived in Huntsville
for fifteen years, she left an interesting history; one that we
wanted to share.
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Susan Binford Turner was bom in Virginia in 1802, the
third child o f Thomas Turner and Martha Binford Turner.1 In
1819 she married William Henry Gee in Greensville County,
Virginia.2 William had been bom in Southampton County,
Virginia, in approximately 1797.3 In 1821 Susan gave birth to
James Turner Gee, and in 1826 the young couple had a daughter,
Martha C. Gee.4 As the young family grew, however, Susan’s
parents decided to leave Virginia and move to Madison County,
Alabama.5 Shortly after moving to Alabama in April 1825,

1 Manuscript entitled "Descendants o f Thomas Turner" prepared by
Norman Shapiro, page 1.
2 Knorr, Catherine Lindsey, compiler, Marriage Bonds and Ministers'
Returns o f Greensville County, Virginia 1781-1825, 1955, p. 24.
3 Norfleet, Fillmore, Bible Records o f Suffolk and Nansemond
County, Virginia, Together With Other Statistical Data, 1963, page 94, reports
that William Henry Gee was bom 18 April 1797. In addition, the 1850
Alabama census for Dallas County, page 293, shows W. H. Gee's age as 53
years old. But Volume III o f the Dallas County, Alabama Genealogical
Records, which records inscriptions from the Live Oak Cemetery in Selma,
Alabama, reports that William Gee's tombstone inscription states that he died
in 1853, aged 58 years. I have not been able to discover whether or not
William Henry Gee was related to the Gee's o f Gee's Bend. W illiam Henry
Gee's mother was Mary Wilkinson, whose first husband was Cordall Norfleet.
After his death, Mary Norfleet married James Gee, by whom she gave birth to
William Henry Gee. These facts are given in an 1805 lawsuit, Blunt & al..v.
Gee & al. in Virginia Reports 1730-1880, pp. 481-514.
4 The Dallas County, Alabama 1860 census, page 801, shows James
T. Gee, age 38, bom in Virginia. The Mobile County, Alabama 1860 census,
page 651, shows Martha Jones, age 34, bom in Virginia.
5 Madison County land records show that Thomas Turner was
purchasing land in M adison County, Alabama, in 1821. Also see Gandrud,
Pauline Jones, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices From Early Alabama
Newspapers, 1819-1893, p. 470, which reports that a Huntsville, Alabama
newspaper stated in 1830 that Thomas Turner was a native o f Virginia "but
for the last 10 years o f this state" (1981).
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Susan’s mother died o f unknown causes.6 Four years later, her
widowed father married Elizabeth M. Gee, the widow o f Nevil
Gee, in Halifax County, North Carolina. Elizabeth’s sons,
Sterling and Charles Gee, had also moved to Alabama in 1825 in
an attempt to inherit land owned by their deceased uncle, Joseph
Gee, in Gee's Bend, Alabama.8 Six months after being remarried,
however, Thomas died on May 2, 1830, leaving Elizabeth a
widow for a second time in her life. The Southern Advocate, a
Huntsville newspaper, reported that he “died at his residence in
this vicinity on Sunday morning the 2nd instant in his 51st year,
Thomas Turner, Esq. a native of Greenville [sic] County,
Virginia, but for the last 10 years of this state . . . Richmond
Enquirer please copy. He had but recently returned from Virginia
where he had united himself to a most excellent lady.”9
Several months before his death, Thomas Turner had
written a will that specified how he wanted his estate divided.
Although he had been remarried in North Carolina, evidence
suggests that he had moved back to Alabama after the wedding.
Dated on January 20, 1830, the will began with the words “In the
name o f God amen I Thomas Turner o f the County o f Madison
& State o f Alabama.” Thomas’s will specified that if Elizabeth
relinquished her right o f dower she would inherit $3,000 and
nineteen slaves, including two slaves named Ben. It is possible
that one o f the slaves named Ben could have been Benjamin
Sterling Turner, who would later become one of the first AfricanAmericans to serve in the United States Congress. Current
biographies o f him state that he was bom in Halifax County,
•

.

.

7

.

5
Gandrud, Pauline Jones, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices From
Early Alabama Newspapers, 1819-1893, page 287 shows that the Huntsville
Democrat issue dated May 3, 1825 reported, "Died on Thursday 28th instant
Mrs. Martha Turner, consort o f Capt. Thomas Turner o f Madison, formerly of
Greenville [sic], Virginia" (1981).
7 Internet website AncestryLibrary.com - North Carolina Marriage
Collection, 1741-2004, shows that Thomas Turner married Elizabeth Gee on
27 October 1829 in Halifax County, North Carolina.
8 Beardsley, John, and William Arnett, Paul Arnett, and Jane
Livingston, Gee's Bend The Women and Their Quilts, p. 24, (2002).
9 Gandrud, Pauline Jones, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices From
Early Alabama Newspapers, 1819-1893, p. 470, referencing the May 7, 1830
issue o f the Southern Advocate (1981).
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North Carolina, in 1825 and moved to the Selma, Alabama, at
the age five with his owner, Elizabeth Turner.10 Elizabeth Gee
Turner likely moved to Selma, Alabama, after her husband’s
death because it would have been much closer to her sons in
Gee’s Bend than if she remained in Huntsville.

Turner’s last will also directed that his estate be divided
among his five children, noting that “William H. Gee in right of
his wife Susan B. Gee” inherit ten slaves and 491 acres to the
west o f Huntsville in Ranges 1 and 2 West, Township 3 South.
This land currently borders present-day Oakwood Road on the
south, Booker Drive on the west, and Baker Road on the east.
Susan, as a woman living in antebellum Alabama, could not be
legally named her father’s heir because state law followed the

10
Bailey, Richard, N either Carpetbaggers Nor Scalawags: Black
Officeholders during the Reconstruction o f Alabama, 1867-1878, pp. 100-101,
(1991).

https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol35/iss1/6
61

4

Burwell: The Search for Susan B. Turner McGee

English common-law doctrine o f covertures, by which a married
woman's legal identity was merged into that o f her husband’s
property. A married woman could not control or manage
property— her husband had to manage her property for her.11
Although it is not known precisely when William and Susan B.
Gee moved to Alabama, by 1836 William served as a member o f
the Executive Committee o f the North Alabama Jockey club.12
An interesting side note involving the Gee family
concerned a free black man named London Urquhart. According
to court records from Lauderdale County, Alabama, William H.
Gee appeared in court on March 22, 1831, and stated that he was
acquainted with the black man named London Urquhart and
knew him to be free. Also in the Lauderdale County records are
Urquhart's emancipation documents signed in Southampton
County, Virginia, including a statement from Martha P. Urquhart
on December 14, 1824, that expressed her willingness to
emancipate him. The deed o f emancipation dated in 1825 and a
supporting document signed by William H. Gee as Justice o f the
Peace in Southampton County, Virginia, certified that Urquhart
was “a man o f rather a light complexion o f the height of five feet
six inches about thirty nine years of age and inclined to be bold is
the same person named in the above deed of emancipation and
who has sustained an extrodenary [sic] Good Character.” 13
Urquhart later moved to Madison County, as evidenced by a
probate file on him in the Madison County probate records. In
his will, dated May 22, 1837, he described himself as a free man
o f color and bequeathed real estate to James T. Gee, the son o f
William H. and Susan B. Gee. Urquhart further provided that
“the said James T. Gee shall have my Negro woman Judy, who is
my wife, also, during her natural life; upon this trust &
confidence that he shall permit her, during her life to enjoy her
freedom & the use & benefit o f said lot & its appurtenances, as
far as the laws will permit — the lot & appurtenances to be his
11 Knowles, Marjorie Fine, "The Legal Status o f W omen in Alabama:
A Crazy Quilt," pp. 432-33, Alabama Law Review, Vol. 29, No. 3, Spring
1978.
12 Gandrud, Pauline Jones, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices From
Early Alabama Newspapers, 1819-1893, p. 317.
13 Internet website www.rootsweb.com/~allauder/aa-london.htm
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absolutely after her death. I will & devise the balance o f my
estate, real & personal, absolutely & in fee simple, to William H.
Gee.” The Madison County probate file also contained a
document dated August 5, 1837, showing that William H. Gee
had been appointed “administrator with the annexed will of
London Urquhart, a free man o f color, deceased.”
On February 28, 1839, the Huntsville Democrat ran an
advertisement that apparently caught Susan Gee’s attention. The
advertisement read:
A RARE OPPORTUNITY.
J.W. DODGE, ARTIST,
In the branch o f Miniature
Painting,
from
New
York,
Respectfully announces to the
Ladies
and
Gentlemen
of
Huntsville and its vicinity, that he
has arrived at this place, where he
intends pursuing his profession for
a few weeks only. His Studio is in
the brick building, the private part
o f the Bell Tavern, where many
specimens o f his Painting may be
seen;
as
also
numerous
testimonials from the first artists
and connoisseurs in the Union. For
the information o f those who might
not have heard o f Mr. Dodge, as an
artist, he would say, that all
pictures coming from his hands
shall be equal to any painted in the
United States. Such as wish to
avail themselves o f this favorable
opportunity, would do well to
make early application, as the
artist's stay in Huntsville will
necessarily be short. He has the
pleasure o f being allowed to refer
to the
following gentlemen:
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol35/iss1/6
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Yeatman & Cox, Rv. John Allan,
Dr. Thomas Feam, Dr. G.F.
Manning, P.T. Posey. Huntsville,
January 16, 1839 39tf
Excited by the opportunity to sit for John W. Dodge, Susan had
her portrait painted by the noted New York artist on April 2,
1839. The Gee family continued to live in Madison County and
enjoy the growing town. The 1840 federal census shows that the
household included William, Susan, and an unknown female
between the ages of 40 and 50. They had settled into a nice
lifestyle in Huntsville and the portrait reflected their status in
southern society.
By 1841, however, the Gee family began experiencing
financial troubles. Madison County courthouse records indicate
that William had transferred all of his lands, personal property,
and slaves for one dollar to Theophilus Lacy, an officer o f the
Branch of the Bank of the State o f Alabama at Huntsville. Lacy
had been instructed to sell the properties at public auction and
pay Gee's debts as they became due. William H. Gee had gone
bankrupt. On July 2, 1842, the auction began and one o f Susan’s
brothers, James B. Turner, bought some of the slaves, including
“Big Albert and his wife Judy and their four children, little
Albert, Turner, Sally & Independence.” Not all was bad for the
Gee family, however, and on September 20, 1844, the Southern
Advocate reported “married on Thursday evening 12th instant by
Rev. John M. Robertson, Mr. Joel W. Jones of Pickens County to
Miss Martha C. Gee, only daughter o f William H. Gee, o f this
county.” 14
The Gee’s financial problems even extended back to
Elizabeth’s first marriage to Nevil Gee. In Gee’s Bend, Alabama,
a small community in Wilcox County, Elizabeth’s sons from her
first marriage had to deed their land to Mark H. Pettway, a
relative who had moved his family and slaves from Halifax

14 Gandrud, Pauline Jones, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices From
Early Alabama Newspapers, 1819-1893, p. 481 (1981).
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County, North Carolina, to Alabama in 1846.15 Shortly after that
transaction, a document signed and dated on May 15, 1832, was
filed with the Madison County Probate Court that certified that
Pettway had received $818.46 from the estate o f Thomas Turner
to satisfy debts owed by Elizabeth.
William and Susan Gee eventually decided to move away
from Madison County. On January 28, 1846, a court document
noted that James B. Turner purchased slaves from the Gee family
except for “which said Negro slaves, the said Susan Gee is
anxious to carry to South Alabama, with her, to assist and aid her
in making a support.” Susan also sold the rights to her husband’s
land to James B. Turner. It appears that Turner, one of Susan’s
brothers, wanted to do her a favor during such difficult times and
let her take Big Albert and Judy to South Alabama.

According to sources associated with Benjamin Sterling
Turner’s life, the future congressman moved to Selma in 1845 or
1846 with William and Susan Gee. The historian Richard Bailey
notes that Turner “was the property o f Elizabeth Turner, a
widow, who moved to the Southern part o f Dallas County when
Turner was five. He worked for her until he reached the age o f

15
Beardsley, John, and William Arnett, Paul Arnett, and Jane
Livingston, Gee's Bend The Women and Their Quilts, p. 24 (2002).
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20, when she sold him to pay off debts. Advantageously for him,
Elizabeth Turner sold Turner to Major W. H. Gee, her step
daughter's husband. The Gee family had recently removed from
Huntsville to Selma. His new owners placed him in charge o f the
Gee House Hotel, the Gee family's new business enterprise."16
Federal census records also place the Gee family in Selma in
1850. The census taker noted eighteen other people living with
the Gee family with different last names. Census records also list
William H. Gee’s occupation as a tavern keeper.
On January 31, 1851, an advertisement in the Selma
Reporter provided information and rates on the Gee’s hotel
known as the Dallas House. Susan Gee wrote and paid for the
following advertisement:
DALLAS HOUSE
THANKFUL to my friends and the
public generally, for their former
patronage, a continuance o f the
same is solicited at the Dallas
House a new and commodious
brick building just erected and
newly furnished. Every effort will
be used to contribute to the
pleasure and comfort o f visitors.
RATES. Board and Lodging per
month, $18.00
Board without Lodging per month,
12.50
Board and Lodging per week, 7.00
Board and Lodging per day, 1.50
Single m eals, 50 [cents]

Lodging per night, 25 [cents]
Children and servants half price.
Responsible only for baggage
placed in charge o f the Barkeeper.
16
Bailey, Richard, Neither Carpetbaggers Nor Scalawags: Black
Officeholders during the Reconstruction o f Alabama, 1867-1878, pp. 100-101
(1991).
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Every pains will be taken to
prevent all accidents. In no case
will I be responsible for any horse
that may escape or be stolen from
my stables. S. B. GEE, Selma,
Ala., Sept. 27
By 1852 Selma had become a town “crowded with all
classes and professions o f people, and all doing a thriving and
prosperous business. Among them we mention . . . Dallas House,
by W. H. Gee.” 17 Disaster soon struck, however, and in the
summer o f 1853 yellow fever hit Selma as well as other southern
cities such as New Orleans, Mobile and Pensacola. On August
13, 1853, a steamboat from New Orleans arrived in Selma, and
within a few days people began dying from yellow fever. City
records reveal that on October 17, 1853, “Albert, mulatto man of
Maj. W. H. Gee” died of yellow fever, and on October 18,
William H. Gee also died from the same disease.18 On October
27, 1853, the fever claimed “Judy, mulatto woman o f the late
Maj. W. H. Gee.” 19 Susan buried her husband in Selma's Live
Oak Cemetery, and inscribed his tombstone with “Major William
Gee. Bom in Southampton County, Virginia, Died October 18,
1853, Aged 58 years. Where the generous and hospitable patriot
is esteemed, there will he be admired the most.”20
After the death o f her husband, Susan sought the help of
her son James Turner Gee, and the two lived together in Selma.
James took over the Dallas House and eventually renamed it the
St. James Hotel.21 In 1927 a newspaper article mentioned that the
“old hotel on the river was known as the Gee House and later the

17 Hardy, John, Selma; Her Institutions and Her Men, p. 42 (1879),
(facsimile reprint from the original published by Bert Neville and Clarence
DeBray in Selma, Ala. 1957).
18 Id., p. 43.
19 Id., p. 44.
20 The Sturdivant M useum Association, Dallas County, Alabama
Genealogical Records, Vol. Ill, p. 84 (date o f publication unknown).
21 Fitts, Alston III, Selma Queen City o f the Black Belt, p. 47 (1989).
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Troup House.”22 The 1860 federal census listed James T. Gee as
the hotel keeper and S. B. Gee as part o f the household. It also
listed thirty other people who were guests in the hotel with
occupations such as steam boat agent, physician, dentist, lawyer,
architect, civil engineer, stage agent, clerk, bank cashier and
horse trainer.
In 1862 Susan B. Gee died in Selma and was buried with
her second husband in the Live Oak Cemetery. Her marker bears
the following inscription: “Susan B. Gee Our Mother, Died
December 30, 1862, Her children arise up and call her blessed.”23
The Civil War disrupted daily life in Selma, and the probate
court did not settle her estate until January, 1865. A Dallas
County probate document from January 1865 recorded that her
son James purchased a large omnibus and four sets o f harnesses
and a team of two mules and two horses for $15,000. Susan B.
Gee's son-in-law, Joel W. Jones, also purchased one omnibus and
four sets o f harnesses and a team of four horses for $10,000.
Jones also purchased another omnibus for $2,000, a baggage
wagon for $830, and a cooking stove and fixtures for $850.
These prices reflected the inflation of Confederate money, and
the cost o f doing business during the last year of the Civil War.
Aside from the St. James Hotel, the Gee family left
another lasting legacy in Alabama. The family had been
instrumental in the life o f Alabama's first black Congressman,
Benjamin Sterling Turner. Turner had been bom in North
Carolina circa 1825 and brought to Dallas County around 1830
by Elizabeth Turner, Susan’s stepmother. He worked for her until
1845, and then was sold to William H. Gee.24 Although
Elizabeth Gee Turner's marriage to Thomas Turner has not been
mentioned in history books about Benjamin Turner, it seems
22 Central Alabama Genealogical Society publication dated April 27,
1993, Vol. 19, No. 2, p. 40, containing a reprint o f an article for the Selma
Times-Joumal written in 1927 by W. O. Perry.
23 The Sturdivant Museum Association, Dallas County, Alabama
Genealogical Records, Vol. Ill, p. 84 (date o f publication unknown).
24 Bailey, Richard, Neither Carpetbaggers Nor Scalawags: Black
Officeholders during the Reconstruction o f Alabama, 1867-1878, pp. 100-101
(1991). Also see The H. W. Wilson Company/WilsonWeb article about
Benjamin Sterling Turner, vnweb.hwwilsonweb.com.
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likely that the slave named "Ben" who was inherited by
Elizabeth from Thomas in 1830 in Madison County was the
same person who grew up to be Benjamin Sterling Turner. If Ben
had always belonged to Thomas Turner, he may have been bom
in Alabama instead o f North Carolina, because Thomas had lived
in Madison County for almost ten years. Another explanation
could be that Ben and the other named slaves inherited by
Elizabeth Turner via Thomas Turner's will had actually been
owned by Elizabeth Gee in North Carolina before she married
Thomas Turner. In this event, Ben would have been bom in
North Carolina and then come to Alabama with Elizabeth Gee
Turner. Because any personal property owned by his wife would
become her next husband's assets, perhaps Thomas wrote to will
tomake sure that his wife would be able to keep the slaves she
owned before meeting him.25 This is the more likely explanation,
especially since the 1870 federal census for Dallas County shows
that Benjamin Sterling Turner had been bom in North Carolina.
The historian Richard Bailey states that after the deaths of
William and Susan Gee, the ownership o f Benjamin Sterling
Turner passed to James T. Gee.26 At some point, James became
the owner o f the St. James Hotel. Benjamin learned to read and
write and made himself an invaluable servant to James.27 When
James joined the Confederate Army, Benjamin ran the St. James
Hotel. He set up a stable and wood yards o f his own and is said

25 Knowles, M arjorie Fine, "The Legal Status o f W omen in Alabama:
A Crazy Quilt," pp. 432-33, Alabama Law Review, Vol. 29, No. 3, Spring
1978.
26 Bailey, Richard, Neither Carpetbaggers Nor Scalawags: Black
Officeholders during the Reconstruction o f Alabama, 1867-1878, p. 101
(1991). (Mr. Bailey states that James T. Gee was the brother o f W. H. Gee,
but in reality James Turner Gee was the son o f W. H. Gee. According to
Fillmore Norfleet's Bible Records o f Suffolk and Nansemond County,
Virginia, Together With Other Statistical Data, p. 94, William Henry Gee did
have a brother named James Henry Gee, but he was bom and had died by the
time William H. Gee was bom).
27 Atkins, Leah Rawls, and William W arren Rogers and Robert
David Ward, An Alabama Legacy — images o f a state, p. 24 (1995)
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to have had more money that his former master by the time he
was freed in 1865.28
After the war, Benjamin quickly became the wealthiest
black man in Dallas County.29 In 1867 he was elected county tax
collector, and in 1869 he was elected to the Selma city council.
In 1870 voters elected him to become Alabama's first African
American Congressman.30 While serving in the United States
House o f Representatives, Turner fought for civil rights for both
freedmen and disenfranchised Confederate leaders, remarking
that “the people o f Selma have been magnanimous toward me,
and I intend to stand by and labor for them in their need and
desolation.” In 1872 he lost his bid for reelection and he returned
to Selma. Turner died in 1894 and is buried in Selma's Live Oak
31
Cemetery, the same cemetery as William and Susan Gee.
When I first started researching Susan B. Gee, I had no
idea that her life would have involved so many subjects— free
persons o f color, married women's legal rights and status, the
hotel business, yellow fever, inflated Confederate currency, and
Reconstruction politics in Alabama. Learning about history is
one o f the main advantages of owning antiques, and the search
has been truly fascinating. Although Susan died in 1862, her
personal and family histories continue to interest me and help
add life to that small portrait of a Huntsville woman.

28 Internet website
www.selmaalabama.com/index. php?option=com_content&task=view&id=20
&itemid=49 sixth entry under "Cemetery Tour."
29 Atkins, Leah Rawls, and William Warren Rogers and Robert
David Ward, An Alabama Legacy -- images o f a state, p. 24 (1995).
30 Bailey, Richard, They Too Call Alabama Home —African
American Profiles, 1800-1999, p. 383 (1999).
31 Atkins, Leah Rawls, and William Warren Rogers and Robert
David Ward, An Alabama Legacy —images o f a state, p. 24 (1995).

Published by LOUIS, 2010

70

13

